THE  MATERIALIST  CONCEPTION   OF  HISTORY
Now, what may be the meaning of the following
sentence:   " At no time will outworn conditions be re-
placed by new and higher ones, as long as the material
pre-requisites necessary  for their  existence have not
been hatched in the womb of the old society itself" ?
Nothing, of course, can come into existence unless the
conditions necessary for its existence are given, which
is to say, nothing can exist if its existence is not possible.
Yet many things do not come into existence, though
their existence should seem possible.   Marx says further:
" No form of society can perish, before all the productive
forces are developed which it is large enough to con-
tain ".   Who is to know and to decide what forces a given
form of society is large enough to contain ?   We have
shown in our second chapter how productive forces are
discovered and what are the conditions required for
their being put to use.   Why should it have been im-
possible for the ancient Romans to find a new technical
method further to exploit their mines ?   Or why should
they not have been able to introduce payment by cheque
or order, of which the rudiments already existed ?   They
did not lack the necessary energy, they were intelligent
enough, their trade and their business life was highly
organised;   natural science had begun ;   the archetype
of the steam-engine already existed : why should human
civilisation, having once attained so high a level, not have
gone on developing in a straight ascendant line ?    The
answer is obviously: because the Romans were surrounded
by sturdy barbarians by whom their civilisation was
destroyed and its further development prematurely cut
short.   There also was that mysterious process of decay
within the Antique world by which the existing forces
were paralysed and withered.    But who can say that
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